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Tn January 1986, the Physician Task Force on Hunqer in 
America issued-a report entitled Hunger Counties 1986; The main 
finding of this report was a list of the 150 counties with the 
"worstll hunger in the irnited States. The underlying analysis, 
according to the report's authors, was part of the continuing work 
of the task force to identify and assess the nature and scope of 
domestic hunger and to enlighten the public and policymakers as to 
its causes and solutions. The list of llhunger countiesII is 
closely related to criticisms that the task Eorce has made, in the 
report and elsewhere, of the federal food stamp program, and the 
report has resulted in significant debate. 

On February 5, 1936, you asked the U.S. General Accounting 
Office (GAO) to review and evaluate the report. (Your letter is 
qrinted as appendix I.) In agreement with your staff, we decided 
to focus on the technical soundness of the report and assess the 
strength of the conclusions drawn from the analyses described in 
the report. In particular, we wanted to examine the indicators 
that the author&of the report had adopted Ear the identification 
of the "hunger counties" along with the data and methods that they 
used. 

In respondins to this request, we reviewed Hunger Counties 
1986 and other relevant reports, and we interviewed officials of 
the Food and Nutrition Service of the T1.S. Department of 
Aqriculture, the Physician Task Force on Ilunger in America, and 
other experts famil.iar with the issues of hunger, poverty, and the 
allocation of food stamps. Our review focused on these issues 
only as they relate to Hunger Counties 1986. We did not attempt 
to determine whether hunger in the nation is a large problem 
(that is, the relative or absolute size of the problem) or 
whether it is growing or the incidence of poverty in the IJnited 
States or the efficiency and eEEoctiveness of the food stamp 
program. 
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Determininq the distribution of hunqer is indeed an imoortant 
and policy-relevant enterprise, hut we have found major 
limitations in the aoyroach taken hv the Ph~siri~an Task Force. 
Althouah the task force di.d list some of these limitations, it 
maintains that thev did not viti.at-e the overall integrity and 
credihilitv of the reprt. We, however, believe that the study's 
overall methodoloaical limitations are such as to cast qeneral. 
doubt on the study's results. 

1. the choice of indicators For hunqer and food stamp 
participation (for example, hunger was eauated to the 
shortfall in food stamp participation in hiah-poverty 
counties), 

7 -. the data used to estimate the number of persons eliqihle 
for food stamps, 3nc-I 

3. the methods used to identify the counties named as 
"hunqer counties" and those that are low in food stamp 
participation. 

Tn sum, we bel.ieve that these methodoloqical issues severely 
damaqe the credibility of the results of Yunqer Sounties 1985. 

As arranqed with your staff, we are sendinu a copy of this 
report to the Honorable Yarc(e Rollkema. rlrlless York publicly 
announce the contents of this renort earlier, we will make no 
further distribution of it for 30 days;. Thirty days after the 
date of the report, conies will be avai7.abTe to those who request 
them. For further information, please address Carl Wisler, 
Associate I?irector, Proqram Fvaluation and Methodoloav nivision 
(202-275-3092). 

!?teanox ChPlimsky 
Director 
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The ,Tanuary 1986 report of the Physician Task Porte on Hunqer 
in America, entitled Hunger Counties 1986, listed what it called 
the 150 "hunger counties" in the United States, counties in which 
"large numbers of citizens experience hunqer and high risk of 
nutritional deprivation."1 The identification of "hunger 
counties" continued the research and field work that the task 
force conducted in 1953 and 1984, a major product of which was a 
book prJblished in 1985 entitled Hunger in America, arguing that 
hunger is a growing problem in the rrnited States. 

The aim of Yunger Counties 1986 was apparently to carry the 
argument two steps further. The report attempted to identify the 
qeoqraphic areas of the country where need is greatest and to show 
that the federal food stamp program is at least partially 
responsible for needs not being met in those areas. The essential 
difficulty in determining the distribution of hunger is devising a 
valid way of measurinq hunger. 

The task force attempted to look at the incidence of hunger 
and poverty in the nation and at the rates of food stamp 
participation. Specifically, its study was undertaken to 

1. document t'ne distribution of counties with the worst 
poverty and poorest food stamp participation in the 
T?nited States, 

7 ~ . quantify what the report called the "hunger gap" in the 
counties by comparing the need of the nation's poorest 
families and the food stamp assistance actually provided 
for them, and 

3. establish a basis for analyzing barriers to the more 
effective use of this key .food assistance program.2 

The method of the task force consisted of two steps. First, 
data on all counties in the Tlnited states were reviewed in order 
to identify the counties in which 20 percent or more of the 
population was below the poverty level in 1979. The task force 
found that 716 counties met this criterion. Second, an indicator 
was calculated by the task force to estimate the 1984 food stamp 
participation rates for the 716 counties. The 150 counties with 
the lowest indicator values were adjudged the "hunger counties" of 

IPhysician Task Force on Vunqer in America, Hunqer Counties 
1986-- The Distribution of America's Hiqh-Risk Areas (Cambridge: 
;rarvarcl Mivorsity, 1986), p. 7. 

2Hunger is defined in the report by the existence of two factors: 
more than 2n percent of a county's residents live on incomes 
below the federal poverty level and fewer than one third of the 
eligible, needy residents receive the benefits of the federal 
Eood stamp program. 



the nation. For these 150 counties, the participation rate was 33 
percent or lower. Ye discuss the procedures of the task force in 
detail in later sections. 

The task force report also expressed concern that the federal 
food stamp program had been weakened. In particular, it sugqested 
that program participation rates are inappropriately low, and 
it associated recent program changes with the problem of hunger. 

The publication of the task force report was followed by 
neated debate. Officials of the Food and Nutrition Service (?#hich 
administers the food stamp program), officials in some of the 150 
counties, and others criticized r-Iunger Counties 1986, claiming -------- 
that the study did not adequately deterrninet~e-geograQhic 
distribution of hunger. Some have contested the complaints of the 
task force about the operation of the food stamp proqram. The 
task force responded by statinq its belief that the study's 
results reflected the geographic distribution of hunger and 
poverty and the problems with the food stamp program. 

6 
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3 L. OSJECTIVE, SCQPE, AND YETHODOLOGY 



OBJECTIVE -----w--m 

In this methodoloqical review, me evaluated the technical 
soundnes.s of the conclusions reported in Hunger Counties 1986 by -_l-_----_------_l 
examining the indicators, methods, and data used by the task 
force. Specifically, tie focused on the following evaluation 
questions: 

1. YOW did the task force determine the distribution of 
poverty, t?articipation in the federal food stamp prograrll, 
and hunger? 

2. How well did the method of the task force determine the 
distribution of poverty in the United States? 

3. How well did the method of tCle task force determine the 
distribution of food stamp participation? 

4. How well did the method of the task force determine the 
distribution of hunqer in the IJnited States? 

In the context of the task force report, distribution is a 
rank orderinq of units, such as counties, according to some 
characteristic of the units, such as the degree of poverty. The 
answer to <guestion 1 is therefore sim,ply a description of the 
orderinq procedures used by the task force. The answers to 
lduestions 2 and 3 examine the soundness of the procedures the task 
Eorce used in determining the county-by-cotinty distribution of 
poverty and participation rates in the food stamo program. The 
procedures have a ilearinq on o11r answer to question 4, on the 
method the task force IJSEd in deteraininq the distribution of 
hunqer. 

SCOPE ---- 

Concentratinq on the technical soundness of Hunger Counties 
1986, 

-----e-m--___ 
---- we focused on the issue of the distribution of hunger. In 
our review we have not provided estimates of the relative or 
ahsol,Jte d:grec of hunqer or nutritional denrivation in the XJnited 
states. Nor have we drawn conclllsigns abollt the earlier work of 
the task force, which ar.Jued that hurlger in the United States is 
seriolls and growinq. Finally, we i-lid not evaluate the efficiency 
and effectiveness of the food stamp pr3qram. 

XETHODOL9GY A-------- 

To answer our evaluation questions, we reviewed rlunger 
Counties 1956 as weI. 3:; the related *.locuments listed 

------ 
In our ----~-------, 

bib1 Lography In appon,dix II. 'tie verified our understanding of 
the task force report iq discussions wit:? the research director 
and the chairnan of the taslk fqrce. Tn these discussions, trle 
reviewed the methodology used in the task force report an,?i the 
limitations of the studi, some oE which were presented in the 
task force report. We Inot with representatives of the Food and 



Nutrition Service to discuss the operation of the food stamp 
proqram and their views of the task Eorce report. 9e also 
discussed the task force report with other experts on poverty, 
food stamps, and hunger. 

Given the time limitations oE our review (6 weeks), most of 
our work was confined to drawing out the logical implications of 
the task force's methodology rather than doing empirical analyses 
to test the assumptions or to explore the possibilities of 
alternative data bases. Although we did have enough time to 
perform a few independent analyses, we believe other analyses 
could be usefully performed to further explore questions about the 
distribution of poverty, food stamp participation, and hunger. 





3. HOW DID THE PHYSICIAN TASK FORCE DETERMINE 
THE DISTRIBUTION OF POVERTY, FOOD STAMP 
PARTICIPATION, AND HUNGER? 
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The "hunger counties" were selected by means of a poverty 
indicator and a food stamp participation indicator. All U.S. 
counties could be separated into the four groups that make up the 
possible combinations of poverty and food stamp participation: 

Yigh poverty Low poverty 

High food stamp 
participation 

r--:------[-------, 

I-- __---_------ t _--___------ 1 
Low food stamp Hunger MI 

participation counties 

The poverty indicator was the percentage of a county's 
population that fell below the federal poverty level in 1979.l 
The dividing line, or cutoff value, between high and low poverty 
was taken as 20 percent. The food stamp participation indicator 
was the estimated percentage of county residents participating in 
the food stamp program in 1984. The IS0 counties with the lowest 
food stamp participation indicators were listed in the task force 
report. Thus, the dividing line between high and low 
participation was 33 percent. The task force designated counties 
high in poverty and low in food stamp participation "hunger 
counties." 

THE POVERTY INDICATOR _-_---A-------- 

The first step in the task force procedure reduced the number 
of counties in consideration from the 3,142 counties in the United 
States to 716, on the basis of the county-level poverty 
indicator. The poverty indicator was the ratio of two numbers: 
the number of persons in a county with incomes below the federal 
poverty level divided by the total number of persons in the 
county. (The task force used 1980 decennial census data for these 
numbers.21 The counties in which this ratio was greater than 20 
percent constituted the nation's high-poverty counties. 

THE PARTICIPATION INDICATOR ----_------I_---------- 

The participation indicator was also a ratio: the number of 
food stamp recipients in a county divided by the number of persons 
----------------_ 

IThe current definition of poverty by the Bureau of the Census is 
in appendix III. 

2U,S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, City-County ---e_- 
Data Book: 1983 (Washington, D.C.: 1953). --l------____- 

13 



eligible to receive food stamps in the county. A direct estimate 
of the first number was available from published sources, but the 
second was not. Therefore, the task force used a surrogate. 

The participation indicator for a county was expressed in the 
following equation: participation indicator = A/K. In this 
equation, A = the number of food stamp recipients in ,July 1984 
(given in Department of Agriculture data); R = the number of 
persons with incomes below 125 percent of the poverty level in 
1979 (given in decennial census data); and C = the change between 
1979 and 1984 in the number of persons with incomes below 100 
percent of the poverty level in the region of the country in which 
the county is located (given in current population survey data). 
Thus, R times C, or the estimate of the number of a county's 
residents in poverty, was the surrogate for the number of persons 
eligible for food stamps in that county. 

An indicator value near zero implied a low food-stamp 
participation rate; a value near 1 implied a high participation 
rate. The task force ranked counties by this indicator and 
designated the 150 counties with the lowest participation 
indicators "hunger counties." (We list the task force "hunger 
counties" in appendix IV.) 

Estimates of food stamp participants 

The number of food stamp participants for ,July 1984 can 
generally be extracted from data published by the Food and 
FYutrition Service.3 Rowever, these data do not give the number of 
participants in 12 counties. The task force obtained 
participation data for the missing counties from state and local 
officials. Also, for a few counties inhabited by major 
populations of Native Americans, the task force added to the 
number of food stamp participants the number of participants in 
the Food and ?Tutrition Service's tribal commodity plan on Indian 
reservations. The total was variable 4 in the equation above, or 
the numerator indicated in the ratio. 

Fstimates of the number of persons 
eliqible for food stamns 

Food stamp eligibility involves several criteria that include 
income, assets, and household size and composition. The first 
eligibility test for food stamps is that a household's income for 
the month of application for stamps must be less than 130 percent 

3U.S. Qepartment of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Food 
Stamp Proqram Statistical Summary of Operations (Washington, 
D.C.: 1985). 
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of the poverty level.4 Another test for food stamp eligibility 
is family assets (such as cash reserves and motor vehicles), which 
may render a family ineligible even though its income is low. 

ho data are available on the actual number of persons 
eligible for food stamps. However, the task force tried to 
approximate the number by first determining county population 
below 125 percent of the poverty level in 1979 (the R 
variable in the equation) and then adjusting this figure for the 
change in eligible population between 1979 and 1984 (because the 
numerator was estimated for 1984).5 

However, these data are also limited, so the adjustment 
factor that the task force used was the change in regional 
population below the federal poverty level between 1979 and 
1984.6 Qata on population change were available only in aggregate 
form and corresponded to four regions of the country (Northeast, 
South, Worth Central, and West). Therefore, the adjustment factor 
could take on only four different values. 

Tn summary, the task force estimated the number of persons 
eligible for food stamps from Rureau of the Census data on the 
number of persons living in poverty. The estimate was not based 
on a direct determination of the number of county residents 
eligible for food stamps, 

4To be eligible for food stamps, a household (except households 
with an elderly or disabled person) must have a gross income of 
less than 130 percent and a net income of less than 100 percent 
of the poverty level. For the purpose of our study, the gross 
income measure (130 percent) is more relevant than the net 
measure. 

5u.s. Department of Commerce, Rureau of the Census, 
Characteristics of Population Below the Poverty Level: 1981 
(Washington, D.C.: 1983). 

6TJ.S. department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Estimates of 
Poverty Including the Value of Noncash Benefits: 1984 
(Washington, 13.C.: 1985). 
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4. HOW WELL DID TH'3 PHYSICIAN TASK PORCE DETERMINE 
THE DISTRIBUTION OF POVERTY 
IN THE IlhJITED STATSS? 
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The task force undertook to document the distribution of 
poverty in the nation's counties. Three factors can influence 
this distribution --the poverty indicator, the data base, and the 
data analysis method. These three factors plus the cutoff value 
determined which counties were identified as the high-poverty 
counties. We examined the three factors and the cutoff value. 

THE POVERTY INDICATOR 

The task force determined the geographic distribution of 
poverty by examining the percentage of the population in each 
county living below the federal poverty level. There is at 
present considerable interest in reexamining and possibly 
redefining the "federal poverty level."1 To the extent that the 
current procedure for determining the federal poverty level 
accurately reflects the poverty of a person or a household, the 
indicator the task force used reflects the incidence of poverty 
within a county. 

THE DATA BAST;: 

With respect to the data the task force used to compute the 
poverty indicator, the main concern is whether changes occurred in 
the distribution of poverty after the data were collected in 
1979. ‘Tf they did, which seems very likely, the list of 716 
counties may inaccurately portray the actual distribution of 
poverty in 1984. However, the task force used what is to our 
knowledqe the most recently available data at the county level, 
and there is no other way of systematically determininq the 
distribution of poverty in all counties with some other data 
base. 

THE DATA ANALYSIS 

We found no problems with the method the task force used to 
analyze the poverty data. 

THE ClJTOFF VALIJE 

Once the task force had specified the poverty indicator and 
selected the data base, the distribution of counties by poverty 
had been set. The only factor that could then have affected the 
labeling of counties "high poverty" was the cutoff value. The 
choice of a cutoff value is ultimately a judgment decision. The 
task force selected a cutoff value of 20 percent, which resulted 
in the list of 150 counties. 

Other values would have led to other lists of "high poverty" 
counties by addinq or subtracting counties according to their 

1Dossible change in the definition of the poverty level is the 
focus of another study currently under way in GAO's Program 
Evaluation and Methodology Division. 
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ranking by the poverty indicator. For example, two earlier 
studi.es on hunger used a cutoff value of two times the national 
pcverty rate.2 Applying this criterion to the 1979 national 
poverty rate (77.7 percent) as a hase would yield a cutoff value 
of 23.4 percent. Srf the 150 counties identified as high-poverty 
counties, 8fl would have poverty indicator values lower than the 
cutoff value and would thus no longer be considered "high poverty“ 
counties. !lsing twice the 1984 poverty rate (Id.4 percent) as a 
base would vield a cutoff rate of 28.8 percent, and 132 of the 
150 counties would no longer be considered "high poverty" 
counties. 

In sum, the task force used a standard way of measuring the 
incidence of poverty in U.S. counties. With respect to the data 
base, we believe that the task force llsed one that appears to have 
been the most current. Rut we must observe that although the 
choice of a cutoff value to determine hiqh-poverty counties is a 
subjective matter, the designation of high-poverty counties 
depends upon the cutoff value that is chosen. In this case, the 
choice of a 20-percent value resulted in a list of 150 hunger 
counties. Small changes in the cutoff value could add or delete 
manv counties from the list. 

XCitizens' Board of Inquiry into Hunger and Malnutrition in the 
United states, Hunger, U.S.A. (Boston: Beacon Press, 19681, and 
IJ.S. Congress, Senate, Select Committee on Nutrition and Human 
Needs, ;qunger 1973 (Washington, D.C.: 1973). The poverty rate 
is the percentage of persons in the nation whose incomes are 
helow the federal poverty level (see appendix III). 

IR 
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5. HOW WELL DID THE PHYSICIAN TASK FORCE DETERMINE 
TYF DISTRIBUTION OF FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION? 
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As with the calculation of the distribution of poverty, 
several factors can influence the distribution of counties with 
respect to participation in the food stamp program. Three are 
the participation indicator, the data for computing the 
indicator, and the data analysis method. Given a distribution of 
counties, defining a set of counties as low in participation 
depends on the choice of a cutoff value, the fourth factor. 

THE PARTICIPATION INDICATOR 

For a participation indicator, the task force chose the 
number of food stamp participants expressed as a percentage of the 
number of persons eligible for food stamps, While this indicator 
measured what might be called the "relative degree" of 
participation in the food stamp program, it was not sensitive to 
program participation in an absolute sense. 

The difference between a relative indicator and an absolute 
one can be illustrated as follows. Suppose that a county has 
30,000 persons eligible for the food stamp program and that 3,000 
of these persons participate. An indicator of the absolute level 
of nonparticipation in this county would then simply be the number 
of persons not participating--that is, 30,000 - 3,000, or 27,000. 
A relative indicator of participation in the same county would be 
the ratio 3,000/30,000; expressed as a percentage, the figure 
would be IO percent. 

Either indicator might be appropriate, depending on the 
objective of the analysis. However, listinq the counties in rank 
order by these two indicators would lead to two quite different 
distributions. The reason for this is that U.S. counties differ 
greatly in the number of persons eligible for food stamps, partly 
because TJ.S. counties differ greatly in population. For example, 
Loving County, Texas, has a population of 90; Cook County, 
Illinois, has a population of more than 5 million. 

A consequence of using a relative participation indicator is 
that the task force method does not account well for counties 
where participation rates are high but, nevertheless, large 
numbers of people do not participate, 
numbers of eligible persons. 

as in counties with large 
A county of 250,flOO residents 

eligible for food stamps with a participation rate of 85 percent 
would have 37,500 nonparticipants. In contrast, the estimated 
number of nonparticipants in Eureka, Nevada (the county with the 
lowest participation rate on the list, 1.71 percent), was 585 
persons. This means that the characterization by the task force 
of counties with low participation must he used cautiously. There 
may be large numbers of nonparticipants in counties with high 
participation rates. 

we may put the effect described above somewhat into context 
by noting that the average population of the 150 counties was 
12,000 while the average population in counties across the nation 
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was 70,000.’ It could be argued that the areatest need for 
reducinq hunaer is in counties that have larqe numbers of peonle 
who do not participate in the food stamp proaram, counties where 
the participation rate is not necessarily low. Tlsinq a relative 
indicator, as the task force did, would not produce the 150 
counties with the larsest absolute number of nonparticipants. 

THF DATA BASE! 

The data base that the task force used for computinq the 
participation indicator was problematic in the followina ways. 
First, July 1984 data were used in place of averaqe annual 1954 
data. Second, the estimate of the number of persons eliqible for 
food stamps in 1979 did not account for the assets test. Third, 
the data reflecting change from 1979 to 1984 were insensitive to 
some county-to-countv variations. Fourth, monthly data (the 
number of food stamp recipients) were combined with yearly data 
(the number eliaible for food stamps). Fifth, some of the data 
were based on a sample rather than A census, so that we have some 
concern about samplinq error in the participation indicator. 

The use of the Julv 1984 number 
of participants rather than an averaae 
for the year 

Usina the number of participants in J~lv 19R4 limited the 
conclusions of the task force report. This is because 
participation miaht have varied throuahout the year, and if it did 
vary but not uniformly across the counties, the distribution of 
counties by participation miaht have fluctuated fram month to 
month. The task force noted this limitation in its report. We 
examined the monthly variation to see if we could draw any 
conclusions about its effect on the distribution of food stamp 
participation. 

The Food and Nutrition Service discontinued Dublishinq 
monthly data on counties in late 1981, after which it published 
county data for only January, April, July, and October. The 
question that arises is whether it is proper to use July 1984 
data rather than a yearly "averaqe" calculated from data for only 
these 4 months. 

For the 138 counties of the 140 for which we had data, we 
calculated the relative differences between July 1984 and January, 
April, and October 1984. For these 1.35 counties, we found 
increases that were statistically siqnificant between duly and 

IIt would be better to illustratre this point by comparina the 
national average population to the averaqe for al.1 counties for 
which the task force participation indicator was l.ess than 33 
percent, but the report did not include the necessary 
information. 
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January and between July and April but not between ,Tuly and 
October (usinq the standard paired t test). Calculated as a ratio 
and expressed as a percentaqe, with ,Tuly as the base, the relative 
increase was 13 percent in January and 72 percent in ADri.1 and 
there was a 3 percent decrease in October. 

Ye believe that usinq Julv 1954 data to represent food stamp 
participation in 1984 probablv-created some distortion in the 
distribution of counties. However, since we cannot be sure that 
this distortion would be important for individual counties, we do 
not reqard the task force procedure as a major limitation. 

The method for estimatina the number 
of persons eJ.iaihJe for food stamps 
in 1979 

To estimate the number of persons eliqible for food stamps in 
1984, the task force besan by estimatina the number eliaible for 
food stamps in 1979, but there are several methodoloqical problems 
with usina the 1979 estimates. 

One probJ.em is that the first term in the denominator was the 
number of persons with incomes below 125 percent of the poverty 
level jn 1979 but, to be consistent with the eliqibility test for 
food stamps, the task force should have used 130 percent. Data 
were not available on the number of nersons with incomes below 130 
percent. The result of the S-percent discrepancy is that addinq 
persons between 125 percent and 1311 percent of the povertv J.eveJ. 
would increase the denominator by some unknown amount. The task 
force reported this as a limitation. We believe that I.t is not a 
major concern. 

Powever, we think the task force seriously overestimated the 
number of eliuihle participants because data were not available 
with which to adjust for persons who were eliqible for food stamps 
by the income test hut not hv the assets test. Because 
information on assets is not available county by county, it is 
impossible to estimate the effect of applvinq an assets test to 
the county data. gowever, it is known that approximatelv 25 
percent of food stamp applicants who are eJ.iqible by income on 
the national Jevel are ineliqible when an assets test is applied. 
If the national fiqure were appl.ied uniformly to the task force 
calculations, S2 of the 150 "hunqer counties"--that i.s, more than 
a third --wouId no lonqer have food stamp participation rates 
below 33 percent. The 1SOth county would have a participation 
rate of 44 percent. 

This is a maior limitation. Reqardless of the absence of 
data that would make the denominator reflect, at the county level, 
persons who were el.iqihle by income but not bv assets, their 
effect could loaically be quite variable and sizable. A 
desiqnation of counties as low or hiclh in participation could 
chanqe substantially if the assets of county residents were taken 
into account. The task force listed this limitation. 
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The adjustment from 1979 to 1984 data 

The aim of the task force was to compute the participation 
indicator with 1984 data. Althouqh this was possible for the 
numerator, 1984 data were not available for the denominator. 
The task force estimated the 13 variable with 1979 data and used a 
multiplier, the C variable, to adjust the denominator so that it 
would approximate 1984 data. The question is whether or not this 
adjustment seriously distorted the distribution of counties when 
they were ranked by the participation indicator and, in 
particular, whether the distribution of counties that fell below 
the cutoff value would change substantially. 

The adjustment variable was based on data from the current 
population survey conducted by the Bureau of the Census.2 The 
information necessary for updating the denominator--that is, the 
change in the number of persons with low income between 1979 and 
1984--was available only at the regional level (Northeast, South, 
North Central, and West). The task force multiplied the 
participation indicator for each of the 716 high-poverty counties 
by the adjustment variable for the region in which the county was 
located. All four adjustment factors (Northeast, 1.29; South, 
1.15; North Central, 1.47; West, 1.42) increased the estimate of 
the number of persons with low income in a county. 

In trying to gauge the possible effect of the adjustment, our 
greatest concern was with the distortion from using regional 
averages as adjustment factors. It is not obvious that all 
counties, if any, within a region had a change in poverty rate 
from 1979 to 1984 identical to the regional average, Counties 
within a region are anything but homogeneous. It seems 
unreasonable to expect that changes in poverty in Yavajo County, 
Arizona, would be the same as changes in Los Angeles County, 
California (both in the West), or that poverty rate changes in 
Alachua County or Dade County, Florida (both in the South), would 
be the same, The application of broad regional adjustments to 
produce county estimates introduced unknown, but real, errors in 
the task force estimates of the participation indicator for the 
nation's counties. 

Another limitation, although a minor one, is that the s 
variable in the denominator was based on persons below 125 percent 
of the poverty level but the (3 variable was based on persons below 
100 percent of the poverty level. rJsing technically more correct, 
unpublished data supplied to us by the Bureau of the Census but 
not available to the task force, we recomputed the food stamp 
participation rate for the 150 counties. We found some very small 
changes in the estimated food stamp participation rate in some 
counties hut participation rates of 33 percent or less in all 150. 

211.5. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Estimates of 
Poverty Including the Value of Noncash Benefits: 1984 
(Washington, D.C.: 1985). 
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In sum, the adjustment method the task force used could have 
caused two kinds of distortion in its list of low-participation 
counties. We are concerned the most about the effect of 
'averagingR with the regional figures. We are not concerned about 
the effect of the inconsistency of basing some data on 100 percent 
and other data on 125 percent of the poverty level. 

The combining of monthly and annual data 

The participation indicator employed, in the numerator, a 
monthly estimate of food stamp participation and, in the 
denominator, an annual estimate of persons eligible for food 
stamps. This could lead to error in estimating the actual 
proportion of persons in a county who participated in the program 
and to distortions in the distribution of counties. 

The total number of persons who participated in the food 
stamp program at any time in 1984 was approximately 34 million, 
but during the year, some number went on and off the rolls; thus, 
the average participation in a month was less than the total 
yearly participation. In 1984, the average number of food stamp 
recip-ients in any given month was about 20 million. 

In the method the task force used, the actual proportion of 
participants will be overestimated if, for example, an individual 
is eligible and participates for a few months, and so is counted 
in the numerator, but does not have low income for the entire 
year, and so is not counted in the denominator. If the error 
varies hv county, the distribution of counties will be distorted. 
The importance of this kind of error was indicated in a recent 
Senate report: 

"while about 95 percent of recipient households have incomes 
below poverty during their months on the [food stamp] 
program, only 72 percent had incomes below poverty on an 
annual basis."3 

To properly contrast food stamp participation to food stamp 
eligibility, one should base both terms of the ratio on the same 
time period. For example, to compare monthly accounting periods, 
it would be appropriate to divide a month's participation 
figure (averaging 20 million nationally) by the number of persons 
who were eligible for the same month. 
comparison, 

To make a year-to-year 
it would be appropriate to divide an annual 

participation figure (estimated at 35 million nationally) by the 
number of persons who were eligible during the la-month period 
(adjusting to avoid counting participation and eligibility twice 
in one month). We consider it a major limitation to compare 

3m.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and 
Forestry, Food Stamp Program: History, Description, Issues, 
and options (Washington, D.C.: 1985), p. 397. 
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monthly participation with annual eliqibility; the result of the 
compar.ison is serious inaccuracy in the distribution of counties. 

Samplina error in the nartjcipation 
indicator 

Another possible limitation is samplinq error in the 
participation indicator. The number of food stamp narticipants 
represents a complete count and is suhiect only to nonsampllna 
errors such as administrative errors in countina. The number of 
persons who are eliaible is subject to samplinq error, because it 
is based on samples used bv the Rureau of the Fensus for reqional 
and county estimates of persons livinq below the povertv level. 

We computed the samplinq errors, expressed as standard 
errors, for each of the four values of the adiustment variable.' 
The resul.ts were Northeast, 1.29 + 0.09; South, 1.15 + 0.176; North 

1.47 + r-09; and West, IT42 + o.n9. 
- 

Central, - - 

To test the sensitivity of the results of the task force 
to samplins error, we recomputed th e participation indicators for 
the 150 counties, usinq the lower boundaries for the ranaes on the 
adjustment variables. This moved 31 of the counties above the 33- 
percent cutcrf f value. From this we know that the amount of chanqe 
in food stamp participation distribution stemminq from samplina 
error is potentiallv sianificant. HOWPVC??_-, our example is an 
extreme case and, overall, our judqment is that the samplinq error 
should be reaarded as a minor limitation of the methodoloqv the 
task force used. 

THE .DATA ANALYSTS 

One of the aims of the task force report was to show that 
hunqer was associated with low oarticinat'ion in the food stamp 
nroaram. Powever, its method did not permit a valid examinatj.on 
of the association, for two reasons. pirst, the desreo of 
participation was itself part of the way in which hunqer was 
estimated. Tt. was inappropriate to imp3v an emr,iri.caI. 
association between hunaer and food stamp participation because 
there was already an association by definition. 

Second, the task force did not report on the level of food 
stamp participation in the low-noverty counties. Participation 
indicators were, presumably, computed for only the 716 
hiah-poverty counties and were reported for only the 150 counties 
with the lowest values on the participation indicator. Some of 
the 2,992 other counties could have had quite low participation 
rates but were not included in the task force calculations because 
they were defined as low-poverty counties. 
----------- 

4An explanation of the method is available from GAC)'s Proqram 
Evaluation and Methodoloay Division. 



If the values of the participation indicator were known for all 
3,142 counties, and these counties were ranked by this indicator, 
the 150 counties with the lowest food stamp participation rates 
could quite likely differ from the task force list of "hunger 
counties." 

Because an association between "hunger counties" and low 
participation was built into the method, and because there may 
have been low participation in the 2,992 other counties, it is 
inappropriate to draw conclusions about a possible empirical 
association. 

THE CUTOFF VALUE 

The task force ranked the 716 high-poverty counties by their 
food stamp participation rates and selected from these the 150 
counties with the lowest food stamp participation rates. The 
county ranked 150th in food stamp participation stood at the 33- 
percent threshold between high and low participation. The task 
force then defined "hunger counties" as counties high in poverty 
with participation rates below 33 percent. As with the cutoff 
value that the task force used for poverty, there is no right or 
wrong value for a food stamp participation rate. It must be 
noted, however, that there is no theoretical basis supporting a 
cutoff value of 33 percent. 

t 
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6. HOW WELL DID THF;: PHYSICIAN TASK FORCE DETERMINE 
THE DISTRIBUTION OF HUNGER 
IN THE UNITED STATES? 
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Yunqer Counties 1986 reported an estimate of the distribution 
of hunger in U.S. counties that combined the indicators we 
described in the two previous sections on poverty and food stamp 
participation. rrltimately, the soundness of this method depends 
on how closely this distribution of counties corresponds to the 
actual distribution of the people in the nation who suffer from 
hunger. flowever, there is no direct way of making the comparison 
because the actual distribution is, of course, not known. our 
judgment about technical soundness must be based on the 
methodology itself. 

The term "hunger counties" was used in a 1968 report of the 
Citizens' Board of Inquiry into Hunger and Malnutrition in the 
United States. The concept was also used in a 1973 report by the 
Select Committee on 3Tutrition and Human Needs of the JJ.S. Senate. 
Hunger Counties 1986 stated that the criteria and purposes of the 
Physician Task Force on Hunger in America closely paralleled those 
in the previous attempts to define "hunger counties." However, 
table I.1 on the next page shows that there are differences in the 
criteria in the three reports. 

In the Citizens' Board study, counties were tabulated by 
poverty, food assistance, and an indicator of the link between 
nutrition and infant mortality. That infant mortality is related 
to other factors such as medical care may be the reason that the 
only indicators the task force used were poverty and food stamp 
participation. ‘Tn addition, the poverty indicator in the 
Citizens' Roard study was based on households; the studies of the 
Select Committee and the Physician Task Force based it on 
individuals below the poverty level. 

Aside from the problem of "hunger counties" as a concept, we 
have difficulty believing that the task force method accurately 
depicted the distribution of hunger in the United States. Several 
of the limitations in its participation indicator apply also to 
the calculation of the distribution of hunger. Our main concern 
is that the method the task force used for determining the 
distribution of hunger did not measure hunger directly, in the 
sense of estimating the degree of chronic underconsumption of food 
and other nutrients. 

The usual recourse in this situation would be to seek a 
combination of factors that were highly correlated with the 
variable that could not be directly measured (in this case, 
hunger), and this is what the task force attempted to do. It 
equated hunger to the shortfall in food stamp participation in 
high-poverty counties. III other words, the task force assumed 
that poverty and food stamp participation were related to hunger 
and devised a method for indirectly estimating its distribution. 

Our difficulty is with the strength of the assumed 
relationship. Jf the relationship was somewhat weak and if other 
factors were also related to hunger, then the distribution of 
counties calculated by the task force was inaccurate. Two 
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Table l-1 

Measure 

Povertv indicator 

Food-assistance 
indicator 

icl 
0 Other-assistance 

indicator 

FTeal th indicator 

Selection criteria 

Source: Citizens' Roard of Inquiry into Yunger and Malnutrition in the United States, 

Measures of "Hunger County" in Three Reports 

1968 7973 
Citizens' Board Select Committee 

40% or more of county 
families below poverty 
level (twice the 
national poverty rate) 

25% or more of county 
population below 
poverty level (twice 
the national poverty 
rate) 

Less than 25% of poor 
receive federal food 
stamps or commodity 
assistance (selected 
by judgment) 

Less than 25% of poor 
receive welfare - 
assistance 

1ity Postneonatal morta 
of 75 in l,ClOn or 
greater (twice the 
national average) 

Exceeds critical 
levels of at least 3 
of the 4 indicators 

Less than 33% of 
poor receive federal 
food assistance 

1986 
Physician Task Force 

20% or more of county 
population below 
poverty level 
(selected by 
judgment) 

The 150 counties with 
the lowest food stamp 
participation rates 
(coincidentally, the 
33% rate) 

Exceeds critical 
levels of both 
indicators 

Exceeds critical 
levels of both 
indicators 

Hunger, TJ.S.9. (Boston: Reacon Press, 1968); U.S. Congress, Senate, Select 
Committee on ?\Tutrition and Human Needs, ;Yunger 1973 (Washington, D.C.: 
and Physician Task Force on Hunger in America, Hunger Counties 1986--The 

1973); 

Distribution of America's High-Risk Areas (Cambridge: Harvard University, 1986). 



examples will illustrate our point: alternative sources of food 
and the purchasing power of the dollar. County-to-county 
variation in either of these factors could help account for 
county-to-county variation in hunger. 

People who are poor by income standards may have enough to 
eat, even though they do not use food stamps. For example, 
farmers who depend on their crops and students who depend on their 
parents may show low income but-have sufficient food. Some people 
may have access to private food donations or other programs that 
provide funds for food--Aid to Families with Dependent Children, 
the Child Care Food Program, the School Lunch and School Rreakfast 
programs, the Summer Food service Program, Supplemental Security 
Income, or the Special Supplemental Food Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children. As a consequence, using poverty and food 
stamp participation as indicators may overstate hunger in some 
counties. 

County-to-county variations in purchasing power also could 
account for variations in the degree of hunger, If purchasing 
power varies while the sources of food are held constant, persons 
with low purchasing power will tend to be more hungry than those 
with high purchasing power. 

If errors in different directions cancelled each other out 
within every county, the distribution of counties would not be 
affected, but we suspect that the method of the task force would 
not be this evenhanded. The error could overstate the degree of 
hunger in some counties, with the consequence that these counties 
would rank higher in the list of "hunger counties" than they 
should and others would rank lower than they should. We believe 
that the distribution of "hunger counties" determined by the 
method of the task force could be substantially at variance with 
the actual distribution of persons who suffer from hunger, but we 
do not know for sure, because there is an uncertain link between 
the indicators the task force used and true measures of hunger. 

Inaccuracies in the reported distribution of hunger could 
also arise from factors we discussed above. Although we 
expressed no serious concern about the poverty indicator, we 
discussed four concerns about the participation indicator. They 
arose from (1) not accountinq for assets in the definition of 
eligibility, (2) using a relative indicator rather than an 
absolute one, (3) inconsistently combininq monthly and yearly data 
to estimate participation, and (4) adjusting for chanqe in the 
participation rate between 1979 and 1984. 

Overall, we have serious doubts about the ,method used to 
determine the geographic distribution of hunger that was reported 
in Hunger Counties 1986. We are not convinced that the method -------- ------_- 
reveals the county-level distribution of persons who chronically 
experience underconsumption of food and other nutrients. 
Therefore, we doubt whether the 1SO "hunger counties" represent 
the areas of most extreme need. 
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7. SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AGENCY COMMENTS, 
AND OUR RESPONSE 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSICJNS 

Hunger Counties 1986 has methodological limitations that cast 
serious doubt on the accuracy of the estimated distribution of 
hunger by counties. Table 1.2 on the next page summarizes the 
limitations (some of which are listed in the task force report), 
categorizes their sources (indicator, data base, analysis), and 
indicates the probable effects of the limitations and our judgment 
of their magnitude. 

The cutoff values for poverty and food stamp participation, 
though not affecting the accuracy of distributions, do determine 
how many counties are designated as extreme cases. The setting of 
cutoff values is essentially a judgment process, but history and 
tradition may play a role. Although we have observed that the 
task force cutoff values departed from values that have been used 
in the past, the judgments the task force made do not constitute 
methodological limitations. 

r)ne of our qreatest concerns is that the task force method is 
based conceptually on the relative number of hungry persons in a 
county. With this premise, attention is directed not at counties 
where there may possibly be large numbers of hungry persons but at 
counties where the proportion of food stamp participants is 
small. We are also concerned that the indirect measurement of 
hunger through indicators of poverty and food stamp participation 
may not present an accurate picture of the distribution of hunger 
among counties in the LJnited States. Thus, even if the technical 
problems with the data base and analysis method that we noted 
could be overcome, we would still find the task force approach 
questionable. 

Determining the distribution of hunger in the rlnited States 
is difficult. The Physician Task Force on Hunger in America 
sought to overcome the difficulty in a number of ways. 
Sometimes it was successful and sometimes not. For some of the 
limitations we observed, we see no good way to circumvent the 
problem. For others, we believe that the task force could have 
chosen more appropriate strategies. 

In sum, we have substantial reservations about the method 
used by the task force to determine the distribution of hunger in 
the Tlnitod States. Consequently, we doubt that the 150 "hunger 
counties" identified by the task force are the areas of the 
country in greatest need of relief from hunger. Above all, the 
problem is even more basic; it is not clear that the fundamental 
relationship'between hunger and food stamp program participation 
underlying the task force report can produce an accurate estimate 
(no matter how methodologically sound the procedure), since this 
relationship has not been demonstrated. 

We received comments on a draEt of this report from the Food 
and Nutrition Service of the rJ.S;. Department of Agriculture and 
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Table 1.2 ___------ 

Summary of Methodological Limitations in Hunger Counties 1986 _--__----i----------_____l____________ 

Source Probable effect ------ --e-e-------- 

Data base 

Limitation __A------- 

Use of 1973 data for poverty 
indicatora 

Inaccurate distributions of 
poverty and hunger 

Insensitivity to absolute 
numbers of food stamp 
nonparticipants 

Indicator Inattention to absolute degree 
of nonparticipation and hunger 
in populous counties 

Use of participation data for 
1 month rather than 1 year? 

Data base Inaccurate distributions of 
food stamps and hunger 

Insensitivity to assets test 
for food stampsa 

Data base Inaccurate distributions of 
food stamps and hunger 

w IJse of regional averages to 
c‘ update number of persons 

eligible for food stampsa 

Data base Inaccurate distributions of 
food stamps and hunger 

Monthly and annual data 
combined in participation 
indicator 

Data base, 
analysis 

Inaccurate distributions of 
nonparticipants and hunger 

Sampling error in estimating 
number of persons eligible 
for fo0.d stampsa 

Data base Inaccurate distributions of 
nonparticipants and hunger 

Inattention to low 
participation rates in 
low-poverty counties 

Analysis Inaccurate distributions of 
nonparticipants and hunger: 
inappropriate inference about 
association of hunger and food 
stamp participation 

Indirect measurement of hunger Indicator, 
data base 

Inaccurate distribution of 
hunger 

?Limitation listed by the Physician Task Force. 

Magnitude -1-kL---- 

Minor 

Maj<or 

Xinor 

Major 

Major 

Najor 

Minor 

Major 

Major 



from the Physician Task Force on Hunger in America. Their letters 
are printed in appendixes V and VI. 

OUR RESPONSE TO ADVANCE COMMENTS 
FROM THE FOOD AND NUTRITION 
SERVICE 

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) has raised six main and 
several minor points. We have addressed the minor points where 
appropriate in the text of the final version of the report. The 
main points are discussed below. 

Point 1 

According to FNS, our report is a fair and evenhanded 
discussion of the technical aspects of the task force report 
entitled Hunger Counties 1986. No response is needed. 

Point 2 

FNS believes that our report concludes that the approach of 
the task force has conceptual as well as methodological problems 
and agrees with this conclusion. FNS also believes that greater 
emphasis should have been given to the conceptual flaws. We 
believe that we took care to present the evidence we found and the 
conclusions we drew from this evidence. However, we made some 
minor changes in the final report to clarify our views about 
conceptual weaknesses in the task force approach. 

Point 3 

FNS says that we should have emphasized the fact that the 
cutoff value the task force used for the participation indicator 
was not determined a priori by the choice of a 33-percent 
participation rate but was, instead, a function of the estimated 
participation rate of the county listed 150th in the task force's 
rank ordering of counties. Although we made this point several 
times in the draft report, FNS officials stated that our 
description of the cutoff as a function of county rankings 
occurred rather near the end of the draft. Therefore, we 
modified the final draft to introduce this point closer to the 
beginning. 

Point 4 

FWS believes that we should have given more attention to the 
fact that poverty data used in the task force report are old. Not 
only do the 1979 data not represent conditions in 1984, the base 
year for the task force calculations according to FNS; they also 
do not represent conditions in 1986, the year indicated in the 
title, Hunger Counties 1986. We specifically discussed this issue 
and believe we have given it appropriate attention. 
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Point 5 

FNS says that the list of counties the task force presented 
as "hunger counties" is an artifact of the indicators the task 
force used rather than a true or accurate portrayal of the 
geographic distribution of hunger. In response, we can only 
reiterate the point we make in the report that the limitations of 
the approach the task force used almost certainly introduce 
inaccuracies into its findings and that, therefore, we doubt that 
the 150 "hunger counties" identified by the task force are the 
areas of the country in greatest need of relief from hunger. 

Point 6 

PNS believes that the use of July 1984 data to represent the 
number of food stamp recipients is a major rather than minor 
concern. PNS says that in July, food stamp participation is 
typically at a low ebb in comparison with other months, both 
nationally and in the counties. According to FNS, few counties 
deviate from the overall national pattern of participation, so 
that the use of &July 1984 data seriously understates the number of 
participants for most, if not all, counties. 

In our draft, we stated that the total number of food stamp 
participants in July 1984 was somewhat lower than in January, 
April, or October of that year for the 134 "hunger counties" for 
which we had data. Thus, the use of the <July data indicates an 
underestimate. Only if the amount of the underestimate varies 
across counties would the distribution of counties be affected. 
We do not have much information ahout county-to-county variation, 
but our judgment is that the use of JULY 1984 data is a minor 
concern. 

OUR RESPW!SE TO ADVANCE COMMGN'J'S 
FROP! THF PHYSICIAN TASK FORCE 
ON HUNC,ER IN FMERJCA 

The chairman and representatives of the task force have 
raised several issues that we have resolved where appropriate in 
our final report. They raised two other points that we discuss 
below. 

Point 1 

The task force says that its analysis of hunger in 1986 was 
designed to identify counties where food stamp participation was 
low and where need was great, for the purpose of furthering 
current field investigations in high-risk areas, The task force 
says that its analysis represents the most appropriate methodology 
for locating the counties in which the federal food stamp program 
serves the fewest people. The task force adds that a careful 
reading of the GAO report confirms the validity of the approach 
the task force took and raises a larger question with which it 
disagrees. 
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The task force states that, in its own report, it clearly 
id,entified its own methodoloqical limitations. Tt aarees with our 
reiteration of them and agrees that more refined data, were they 
available, would strenqthen the ability to identifv the counties 
whose residents have the qreatest nutritional risk. 

we believe that the task force statement that its analysis 
"represents the most appropriate methodolosy for locating counties 
in which the federal food stamp proqram serves the fewest peoDle" 
illustrates our major points of disaareement. First, however qood 
the methodoloay may be for locatinq the counties that provide few 
persons with food stamps, we believe the task force approach does 
not determine the distribution of hunaer in the nation. As we 
discuss in our report, the indirect estimation of hunqer throuah 
indicators of poverty and food stamn participation is a major 
limitation of the task force approach. 

Second, we auestion whether the task force methodol.oqy is 
even appropriate for identifyina counties with low food stamn 
participation. As we state in o!~r report, the task force method, 
by usina a ratio comparinq food stamp participants with estimates 
of the number of persons elisible for food stamDs, is not. qood for 
identifyinq counties with larqe numbers of eliaible but 
nonparticipatinq persons --a reasonable definition of low 
participation. 

We do not aqree at all with the task force statement that our 
report confirms the validity of its approach. On the c30ntrarvI we 
believe that the limitations of the task force approach we 
described above are sufficient to vitiate the overall inteqrity 
and credibility of the report. 

Point 2 

The task force says that it disaarees with our report on one 
point: the existence of hunqer in the counties it identifier-l. 

We never contested the statement that hunaer exists in the 
150 counties. Hunqer may very well exist in those counties as 
well as others; this was not the noint. we believe, however, that 
the approach taken by the task force did not identify the counties 
in the qreatest need of relief from hunser. 
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APPEWDIX I APPENDIX I 

REQUEST LETTER -----__- 

f&?.% &xuSe of Bepree’entatibes 
Committee on Iggriculture 

%gubcommittee on Bomeetit j%larLetittg, 

&onmmtr BtIation$. anb 33uttition 

Boom 1301. Zongiuor@ %urt Bffirr Bhilbinp 

4!4lhdfiington, B& 20515 
February 5, 13x5 

In January, 1386, t !1 e llarvard lJniver-;ity’ SC 1100 L OfI Put>1 ic deal t!l 
issued a report Listing Several counties ;-icrc>ss the united States ds 
” hunyer cdunt 125” , i 0 which, the rlg[,rt states, participation in the 
fooii stamp proud cd111 is to0 low dnrj dt Ieast One-third ot ttiose who are 
eligible do not rtlcelve toad stamp:;. Sevef~teon of: the counties listed 
are in Missouri. AS <newbe t-5 c,t t.iie subco;nrnittee with jurisdiction 
0ve-C the t0Cd stamp proqra;n anal Keprescntatlves at districts i n 

Missouri, we are coflcerned dtt)Out this rep(Jrt and the conclusions drawn 
in the report. 

After preliminary discussions with statt members of your Proy ram 
Evaluation and 8Netho(lolofdy Division, we request that GAO provide a 
review of this report with specitii: focus 0n the technical soundness 
of the conclusions. 

In particular, we will appreciate your examination ot: 

* ‘4ethorls useli in the study (P-II. the basis tar the conclusions 
reached in t h e report; the inettloos used by the authors in 
.2nalyzin.l datd and dt-atiinq conclusions from the data) 

* The indicators adopted in tile study for the ldentltication ot 
the “hunger counties" (e.g. whether participation in other 
tederal toad assistance proS~r3:xs was considered in determining 
the selectIon ot counties; rlhether (10 I1 a t i 0 n s t c urn private 
sources tor t0od assistance w’~re considered in determining the 
select Len of counties; how tile paralneters Car selcctlon of the 
counties tiere s+t) 

* Data ;Isetl in the study (e.g. the use it county-wide data ds 
based on data from trie Censtis Bureau; the comparison of dat3. 
based on monthly statistics tiiittl statistics collected annually; 
the use of Census Uureau data on income to equate to food stamp 
eligibility without regard t(> other tactors ot the toofl stamp 
eligibility) 
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APPmJDIX I APPBNDIX I 

We will appreciate your prompt attention to our request. It you have 
any questions concerning this request, l~lease call Lynn Gallayher dt 
225-0171. 

With kind re:Jards. 

Sincerely, 

LLYI$rL /aeiLFA 
E. Thomas Coleman Bill Emerson 
Yember r~f Conyress Member of Congress 
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APPErJDIX IIT 

THE CURRENT DEFINITION OF POVERTY -_---_-____I_--_--_-- ---- 

APPENDIX III 

The following passage is reprinted from U.S. Department of 
Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Estimates of Poverty Includa 
the Value of Noncash Benefits: 

---- -----'-------------ig85 ) , 
1984 (Washington, D.C.: __-___--______--_ll_--------l_- 

p. 79. 

"Families and unrelated individuals are classified as being 
above or below the poverty level using the poverty index 
originated at the Social Security Administration in 1964 and 
revised by Federal Interagency Committees in 1969 and 1980. 
The poverty index is based solely on money income and does 
not reflect the fact that iTiany low-income persons receive 
noncash benefits such as food stamps, fiedicaid, and public 
housing. The index is based on the Department of 
Agriculture's 1961 Economy Food Plan and reflects the 
different consumption requirements of families based on 
their size and composition. It was determined from the 
Department of Agriculture's 1955 Survey of Food Consumption 
that families of three or more persons spend approximately 
one-third of their income on food; the poverty level for 
these families was, therefore, set at three times the cost 
of the economy food plan. For smaller families and persons 
living alone, the cost of the economy food plan was 
multiplied by factors that were slightly higher in order to 
compensate for the relatively larger fixed expenses of these 
smaller households. The poverty thresholds are updated 
every year to reflect changes in the CPS. . . . 

"The poverty definition was modified slightly in 1981 based 
on recommendations made by the Federal Interagency 
Committee. These revisions (1) eliminated distinctions made 
between families with a female householder, no husband 
present, and all other families; (2) eliminated the 
distinctive poverty levels used for nonfarm and far* 
residence categories; and (3) expanded the matrix of poverty 
levels to include eight-person families, and nine-or-more 
person families that previously had been limited to seven 
persons or more. 

"An evaluation of the effect of this change showed that in 
19RO the esti;nated poverty rate was 13.2 percent based on 
the revised definition compared to 13.0 percent using the 
definition prior to revision." 
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APPEMDIX IV APPENDIX IV 

THE 150 "HUNGER COUNTIES" LISTED -__------------------------- 

IN HUNGER COUNTISS 1986 

State and county ______ -.--_------ 

Alabama 
COOSa 

Arkansas 
Cleburne 
Bradley 
3ladison 
Polk 
Searcy 
Marion 

Arizona 
Navajo 
Coconino 

Colorado 
Baca 
Dolores 

Florida 
Alachua 
Suwannee 
Valton 
Franklin 

Georgia 
Towns 
Union 
(Glascock 
Fchols 
Clarke 

Idaho 
Pladison 
Owyhee 
Washington 

Illinois 
Jackson 

Iowa 
Ringgold 
DElV iS 

-- 

1979 population 
below poverty ---~~-------- 

24.69% 

1984 needy and 
on food stamps ---_----_----_ 

29.89% 

County rank -_----_- 

129 

20.14% 26.49% 109 
25.24 27.53 115 
21.18 29.77 128 
%2.98 30.20 133 
30.60 31.30 142 
23.46 31.95 148 

29.66% 
20.37 

26.75% 
30.97 

111 
137 

20.63% 
22.74 

10.65% 37 
18.45 65 

23.55% 24.87% 
23.91 26.67 
22.61 30.31 
28.25 31.72 

97 
109 
130 
145 

22.66% 21.49% 
26.17 22.89 
29.73 27.54 
25.60 30.95 
20.67 31.99 

76 
83 

117 
136 
149 

27.52% 4.17% 
28.01 25.01 
20.14 27.54 

5 
99 

120 

22.33% 25.04% 100 

24.74% 
22.03 

15.62% 
24.03 

66 
90 
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APPENDIX IV APPENDIX IV 

1979 population 1984 needy and 
State and county below poverty on food stamps ------____~----- __----------- ----------II 

Minnesota 
Lincoln 22.06% 13.57% 
Todd 20.92 21.61 
Morrison 20.51 25.69 
Mahnomen 23.97 26.30 
Clearwater 22.13 31.24 

Missouri 
Putnam 
Mercer 
Scotland 
Sullivan 
Knox 
Worth 
Howell 
Texas 
McDonald 
Hickory 
Madison 
Bollinqer 
TiJright 
Oregon 
Douglas 
Ozark 
Dent 

20.85% 14.58% 51 
20.14 17.29 58 
20.26 17.33 6rJ 
20.55 17.33 61 
22.89 17.43 52 
20.25 21.26 72 
21.29 22.10 79 
20.79 23.23 86 
22.11 24.04 91 
25.46 24.46 94 
21.70 25.43 102 
24.06 25.46 103 
23.33 25.58 104 
28.57 27.61 119 
24.94 29.41 125 
25.44 29.56 126 
20.17 31.06 139 

Montana 
Petroleum 
Golden Valley 
Carter 
McCone 
Garfield 
Prairie 
Wibaux 

32.77% 3.20% 2 
22.42 3.44 3 
25.03 4.33 6 
22.13 4.44 7 
22.65 4.51 8 
31.44 5.00 9 
20.64 17.83 64 

Nebraska 
Rlaine 
'rJheeler 
Nance 
Sherman 
Logan 
Antelope 
Greeley 
Royd 
Knox 
Merrill 

28.14% 7.91% 22 
20.94 7.92 23 
20.82 5.65 25 
20.05 9.27 32 
25.53 9.96 34 
23.15 IO.01 35 
29.09 10.06 36 
23,75 11.74 44 
20.23 19.04 68 
22.29 29.71 127 

Nevada 
Eureka 24.22% 1.71% 

County rank --- -- 

4a 
77 

105 
107 
140 

1 
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APPENDIX IV APPENDIX IV 

1979 population 1954 needy and 
State and county below poverty on food stamps I_--_----__---_ ------------ __----I-----__ 

4ew Mexico 
Catron 22.98% 21.29% 
Union 27.28 24.69 
Sierra 22.35 27.15 
De Baca 20.06 28.39 
Roosevelt 27.19 31.28 

North Carolina 
Watauqa 
Ashe 
Clay 
Beaufort 
Cherokee 

22.74% 20.28% 
22.51 22.53 
22.84 27.60 
21.01 31.89 
22.22 32.02 

North Dakota 
Slope 
Hettinger 
Dunn 
Emmons 
Kidder 
McIntosh 
Sheridan 
Logan 
Grant 
Sioux 
Benson 

22.86% 6.04% 
20.92 6.59 
21.10 9.62 
24.65 11.30 
28.53 11.45 
24.27 11.75 
23.12 14.13 
22.76 15.32 
32.36 29.64 
32.50 22.46 
23.25 27.09 

Oklahoma 
Johnston 30.63% 28.93% 

South Dakota 
Harding 
Campbell 
Faulk 
Clark 
r>ouglas 
Hanson 
TJamlin 
Potter 
Sully 
Kingsbury 
4and 
Flaakon 
Fdmunds 
Zutchinson 
Son Homme 
YcPherson 
Spink 
Xiner 

Aurora 
Deuel 

23.79% 3.76% 4 
30.88 5.00 10 
31.20 5.04 11 
25.73 5.7s 12 
29.11 6.50 14 
31.27 6.88 16 
23.72 7.03 17 
21.03 7.08 13 
21.78 7.31 19 
20.11 7.56 20 
28.40 7.72 21 
20.58 8.03 24 
24.27 8.09 25 
23.49 8.11 26 j 
22.53 8.55 27 
27.24 8.79 29 
3.o.r33 9.17 30 
32.50 9.19 31 
24.r)O 11.07 39 
23.54 11.14 43 

County rank -----w---b 

74 
95 

113 
122 
141 

s”: 
118 I 
147 
150 I 

13 
15 

y 8 
33 
41 
42 
45 
50 
53 
71 
80 

112 

I 
124 
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1979 poDulat.ion 1'154 needy and 
State and county below noverty on food stamps Countv rank -__I 

(South Dakota) 
Sanhorn 
Marshall 
Hyde 
Jeraul.d 
Prule 
Carson 
Greqory 
Dewey 

35.12% 11.51% 43 
22.53 14.90 52 
23.19 16.44 55 
20.26 16.55 !i6 
24.71 17.30 59 
41.49 27.52 114 
25.77 27.54 116 
34.45 30.04 131 

Tennessee 
Pickett 28.47% 20.17% 121 

Texas 
Rrazos 
Motley 
Wilbarqer 
Yason 
r,lasscock 
Parser 
Rays 
San saba 
McClulloch 
Rriscoe 
Gaines 
Haskell 
Rrewster 
Dickens 
Jeff Cavis 
Caldwell 
Concho 
Menard 
Limestone 
Callingsworth 
Mitchell 
Real 
Leon 
Knox 
Swisher 
Ped River 
Walker 
Milan 
Sahine 

22.274 ll.?R% 46 
28.70 13.01 47 
20.22 16.3? 54 
20.47 16.68 57 
23.01 17-78 63 
21.98 18.67 67 
22.24 20.44 70 
24.22 21.29 73 
20.82 21.30 75 
25.52 21.79 75 
21.35 22.82 82 
?O.P8 22.89 84 
21.58 23.14 85 
26.9s 23.29 87 
24.89 23.56 00 
29.09 23.62 89 
21.51 24.08 92 
28.29 24.39 93 
23.11 24.71 96 
26.33 24.96 98 
21.38 25.98 106 
34.22 26.74 110 
24.38 28.89 123 
22.90 30.16 132 
25.11 3n.v 134 
25.96 30.57 135 
20.7? 31,OO 138 
21.99 31.44 144 
21.34 31.88 146 

Vtah 
Wayne 22.34% Il.068 38 
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1979 population 1954 needy and 
State and county below poverty on food stamps County rank 

Virginia 
Charles Citya 
Mecklenburq 

25.31% 13.71% 49 
20.73 25.33 101 

West Virginia 
Pendleton 20.27% 31.32% 143 

aCharles City, Trirginia, is listed in the task force report as 
having 25.3 percent of the population below 100 percent of the 
poverty level in 1979 but in two nureau of the Census 
publications, County-City Data Book: 1983 and Characteristics of 
the Population for Virginia, the figure is 12.8 percent for 
Charles City. In the two Census publications, Charlotte, 
Virginia, the county following Charles City, is listed a& having 
25.3 percent of the population below 100 percent of the poverty 
level in 1979. 



APPTNDIX V 

ADVANCE COMMENTS FROM 

THF FOOD AND NUTRITION SERVICE 

APPENDIX V 

In a March 11, 1986, meeting, WJS commented orally on a 
draft of this report. FNS had six major points, which we 
characterize below. FrJS has reviewed this list of points and 
agrees that we have accurately represented them. 

1. FNS considers our report a fair and evenhanded 
discussion of the technical aspects of the Physician Task Force 
report entitled Nunger Counties 1986. 

2. FNS agrees with our conclusion that the task force 
approach has both conceptual and methodological problems. FNS 
believes, however, that in our concluding summary we should have 
given greater emphasis to the conceptual flaws in the task force 
report. 

3. According to FNS, we should have emphasized the fact 
that the task force food stamp participation indicator "cutoff" 
was not determined by the choice of a 33-percent participation 
rate but, rather, was a function of the estimated participation 
rate of the 150th county in the rank ordering of counties. 

4. We should have given more attention to the fact that the 
poverty data in the task force report were 7979 data and 
significantly outdated. FWS believes that the data do not 
represent conditions in 1984 (the base year of the task force 
calculations) or conditions in 1986 (the year indicated in the 
title, Hunger Counties 1986). 

F-J. WS believes that the list of "hunger counties" is an 
artifact of the indicators and methods used by the task force 
rather than a true or accurate portrayal of the geographic 
distribution of hunger. 

6. 
major, 

FNS would characterize the use of July 1984 data as a 
rather than a minor, concern. July is typically a low ebb 

in food stamp participation in comparison with other months on 
both the national and county levels. Few counties deviate from 
the overall national seasonal pattern of participation and, thus, 
the use of July 1984 data to characterize food stamp recipients 
seriously understates the number of participants for most, if not 
all, counties. 
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APPENDIX VI 

ADVANCE COMMENTS FROM _---------- ------- 

THE PHYSICIAN TASK FORCE ---------BP --------a- 

ON HUNGER IN AMERICA ___-----m--B-------- 

HARVARD I!NIVERSITY 

Our analysis of hunger counties in 1986 is designed LO identify 
low food stamp participation counties whcare need is great, for 
the purpose of current field invest i gat ions in high-risk areas. 
Based on existing data, this ana l\‘sis represents the most appropriate 
methodologv ior locating counties in which the federal food stamp 
program serves the fewest people. A (-areful readin!: of this GAO 
report confirms the validity of our C~ppro~~~.h, while raising a larger 
question over which we disagree. 

Methodological limitations were i.learly identified bv iis in our 
own report. GAO has reiterated them ilere. We also are in agreement 
that were more refined data availabltx, it could strengthen our ability 
to locate counties of greatest nutritional risk. The USDA Food and 
Nutrition ServiciJ does not collect an? analyze such information presently. 

We do differ with GAO on one point: the existence of hunger in 
the counties we identified. GAO livitvd its analysis to statistics and 
could not confirm this relationship, Sin(~e .January, however, our teams 
of physicians have conducted site investigations in hunger counties in 
seven states in several regions of thr nation. The physicians are 
confirming serious hunger in each i ounty they inspect. The results of 
these further investigations will be reported to Congress in May, lY86. 

For now the essential issue is that neither doctors nor Congressmen 
nor government agencies should focus c*sclusively on research designs 
while extensively-documented hunger poses a serious threat tc public 
health. Whether hunger county $130 might have been ranked #I49 instead is 
far less important than the fact that physicians are confirming hunger 
through actual field investigations. This confirmation comes on the heels 
of fifteen recent national reports, al 1 concluding that domestic hunger 
is a serious and growing problem. 

The fundamental question is on wllirh side does this nation choose to 
err: awaiting a theoreticallv “perfect” study, or making a purposeful 
response to n substantial bodv of r3vidertr.e. While technical questions 
can be raised about any study, we believe that the goal of ending hunger 
will he better served if hungry Amt,ric,ans are fed now. PET physicfans 
and health professionals, it is our- ol,inion that empty stomachs shiruld 
not be ignored while those of us W\ILJ ;ITC not tlunE:ry debate methodological 
finepoints. 

,I . Larry Brown 
Cha i rman 

(973210) 
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